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BOOK	REVIEW	
	
Asia	Literate	Schooling	in	the	Asian	Century,	edited	by	Christine	Halse,	Abingdon,	
Routledge,	2015,	216	pp.,	AUD$252.00	(hardback),	ISBN	978‐0‐415‐73853‐8	/	
AUD$75.64	(ebook),	ISBN	978‐1‐315‐81512‐1	
	
In	her	introduction	to	this	edited	collection,	Christine	Halse	lays	out	the	purpose	of	
the	book	as	being	about	addressing	three	questions	for	education	in	contemporary	
times:	What	does	Asia	literacy	mean?;	Why	is	it	important?;	and	How	might	or	ought	
schools	do	Asia	literacy?	As	a	literacy	educator	it	was	these	three	questions	that	led	
to	my	interest	in	first	reading	and	then	reviewing	the	book.	On	numerous	occasions	
I’ve	felt	the	expectation	that	an	expertise	in	Asia	literacy	should	be	a	part	of	my	
toolbox.	And	yet	I’ve	always	considered	Asia	literacy	to	be	the	responsibility	of	those	
who	profess	to	know	about	–	or	have	some	expertise	in	–	history,	politics,	or	studies	
of	society.	But	here	was	an	edited	collection	with	chapters	from	a	variety	of	scholars	
who	have	informed	my	work	over	many	years,	framing	schooling	as	a	noun	that	
could	be	described	qualitatively	as	more	or	less	Asia	literate.	As	such,	I	took	on	the	
challenge	to	open	up	to	these	ideas	and	to	the	opportunity	to	think	again	about	
literacy	and	the	use	of	this	term	in	pairings	such	as	Asia	literacy.	I	had	my	own	
question	to	add	to	those	of	the	editor.	Can,	or	even	should,	literacy	be	used	to	
describe	the	skills,	capacities	and	understandings	required	for	citizens	to	“reflect	
and	explore	cultural	differences	in	the	Asian	region”	(Asia	Literacy	Teachers’	
Association	of	Australia,	n.d.)	in	ways	that	support	engagement	within	and	with	
Asian	peoples	and	their	cultures?	
	
It	is	certainly	the	case	that	this	text	has	a	distinctly	Australian	focus;	however,	it	
manages	to	navigate	the	content	of	what	it	means	for	western	nations	to	engage	in	
the	‘Asian	century’	in	ways	that	challenged	my	thinking.	The	chapters	in	this	text	
had	me	problematising	what	Halse	terms	the	‘wicked’	policy	problem	of	Asia	literate	
schooling	and	its	connections	to	ideology,	politics,	national	identity	and	reputation.	
The	chapter	authors	range	in	discipline,	focus	and	generation	and	this	provides	
some	different	perspectives	to	ponder.	Some	may	wonder	at	the	currency	of	this	
text	as	policy	in	the	field	seems	to	have	already	shifted,	but	many	of	the	authors	
offer	commentary	that	will	remain	topical	regardless.	
	
While	of	course	it	would	be	possible	for	the	chapters	to	stand	alone,	especially	for	
initial	teacher	education	or	postgraduate	students,	I	found	the	introduction	and	first	
chapter	by	Halse	important	reading	as	a	foundation	for	the	other	chapters.	After	the	
summarizing	and	definitional	work	of	the	introduction,	Halse	moves	in	the	first	
chapter	to	provide	an	historical	overview	of	Australian	education	policy	(1970–
2015)	that	has	worked	to	unravel	our	place	in	the	Asia	Pacific	region.	There	is	no	
doubt	that	the	temporal	approach	taken	in	this	chapter	leaves	some	of	the	
complexities	of	the	political	and	ideological	foundations	of	the	policy	history	less	
visible	than	they	might	have	been	if	the	narrative	took	a	different	structure.	
However,	as	an	Australian	educated	in	the	70s	and	80s	in	schools	where	there	was	
little	educational	focus	on	history,	politics	or	our	relationship	to	our	neighbours,	I	
found	this	chapter	a	simple	but	valuable	beginning	to	the	rest	of	the	book.	In	the	
next	chapter,	David	Walker	reiterates	this	history	with	more	detail.	
	
The	final	two	chapters	in	this	first	section	of	the	book	provide	the	perspectives	of	
two	experienced	academics,	both	of	whom	have	written	and	researched	at	the	
boundaries	of	Asian‐Australian	relations,	education	policy	and	cultural	innovations	
in	globalized	times.	Rui	Yang	first	presents	a	different	take	on	Asia	literate	schooling	
by	resisting	Orientalism	and	its	persistence	as	a	discourse	for	understanding	the	
Asian	century.	Fazal	Rizvi	uncovers	the	propensity	of	education	policy	such	as	we	
have	seen	in	Australia	and	New	Zealand	to	be	about	managing	and	exploiting	Asia,	
its	potential	and	economy.	He	unpacks	how	these	approaches	are	founded	in	some	
essentialised	notion	of	the	cultural	practices	of	a	whole	region	of	peoples	and	their	
‘difference’	from	ourselves	–	the	East‐West	binary.	What	is	called	for,	Rizvi	instructs,	
if	we	are	to	move	to	a	‘re‐imagination’	of	this	relationship,	is	a	more	complex	
understanding	of	the	heterogeneous	and	fluid	cross	and	intercultural	relationships	
required	to	negotiate	new	possibilities.	Rizvi	also	engages	with	using	the	word	
literacy	in	the	context	of	Asia	literacy	in	ways	that	the	other	authors	in	this	
collection	do	not.	While	my	opinion	might	not	have	been	shifted	by	the	argument,	I	
am	much	better	informed	about	the	logic	of	such	an	argument	after	reading	Rizvi’s	
chapter.	
	
The	second	section	of	this	collection	brought	a	surprising	slant	to	this	debate.	By	
focusing	on	the	teachers	as	professionals	engaged	in	teaching,	with	students,	in	a	
particular	policy	context,	these	three	chapters	highlight	teachers	as	instrumental	in	
the	work	required	to	initiate	change	in	how	Asia	literate	schooling	gets	done.	
Chapters	by	Dianne	Toe	and	Julie	Dyer	give	insight	into	Asia	literate	teachers	and	
the	impact	of	experience	with	Asia	on	how	teachers	develop	these	dispositions.	The	
section	is	concluded	with	a	thought	provoking	piece	by	Alex	Kostogriz	which	lays	
out	the	entanglements	of	standards,	accountabilities	and	learning	to	be	and	do	Asia	
literate	schooling.	As	an	ethical	issue	for	teachers	and	schools,	Kostogriz	puts	
forward	an	argument	for	how	the	dispositions	required	by	Asia	literate	teachers	
might	clash	with	the	economic	foundation	of	knowing	the	Asian	‘Other’.	As	a	suite,	
these	three	chapters	work	to	foreground	teachers,	their	ideologies,	values	and	
dispositions	in	debates	about	Asia	literate	schooling.		
	
The	next	three	chapters	provide	a	curriculum	focus	for	this	collection.	Bob	Adamson	
attempts	to	turn	the	lens	around	by	discussing	the	problematics	of	learning	English	
in	China	and	exploring	what	can	be	learnt	from	this	context.	Anne	Cloonan	engages	
with	the	Australian	Curriculum	and	its	approach	to	embed	Asia	literacy	as	a	cross	
curricular	priority.	The	inclusion	of	Asian	languages	and	cultural	studies	in	the	new	
curriculum	promised	to	achieve	what	many	policies	before	had	not	managed.	
However,	in	implementation	the	result	has	been	the	creation	of	another	context	for	
studying	Asia	literate	schooling	as	a	‘wicked’	policy	problem	–	one	where	policy	
does	not	achieve	the	desired	results	when	implemented.	Elizabeth	Bullen	and	Trish	
Lunt	focus	on	the	very	practical	notion	of	using	literature	as	a	way	into	the	official	
curriculum.	They	remain	concerned	that	available	children’s	literature	can	reassert	
stereotypes	and	assumptions	and	provide	some	useful	strategies	for	teachers	to	
teach	this	content	effectively.	
	
In	the	final	section	of	this	collection	three	authors	Aaron	Koh,	Michiko	Weinmann	
and	Chengxin	Pan	consider	the	possibilities	of	re‐imagining	Asia	and	literacy	as	
concepts	for	schooling.	Each	chapter	draws	on	community	as	a	concept	and	presents	
a	strategy	for	how	Asia	literate	schooling	might	be	achieved,	through	
reconceptualising	the	curriculum	(chapter	11),	reconceptualising	pedagogy	to	a	
more	situated	and	critical	approach	(chapter	12),	and	finally	a	reconceptualising	of	
Australian	identity	through	reflexive	practice	and	critical	engagement	with	
Australian	Asian	communities	and	with	visiting	Asian	students	(Chapter	13).	
	
A	key	theme	through	the	work	in	this	collection	is	the	limiting	effects	of	
understanding	Asia	as	Other.	Framing	our	relations	with	Asia	and	its	people	in	
simplistic	East	–	West	representations	will	continue	to	challenge	the	opportunities	
and	possibilities	of	Asia	literate	schooling.	As	a	whole	the	collection	does	interesting	
work	to	define	Asia	literacy	and	to	map	why	we	should	consider	it	important.	There	
is	some	advice	for	teachers	and	schools	about	how	they	might	do	Asia	literacy	with	
their	current	students.	There	was	less	focus	on	the	diversity	evident	in	our	schools	
in	current	times	and	how	this	might	impact	on	how	Asia	literacy	is	‘done’	in	schools,	
and	this	is	a	troubling	omission.	I	finished	reading	the	collection	with	a	much	deeper	
understanding	of	how	the	term	Asia	literacy	is	used,	why	and	to	what	effect.	
	
However,	I	also	finished	feeling	no	more	comfortable	with	the	word	literacy	being	
used	to	describe	the	complex	set	of	practices,	dispositions	and	skills	that	fluidly	
support	how	relations	between	Asia	and	countries	such	as	Australia	form	and	are	
sustained.	
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